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having strong family support, and 
the support of an excellent set of 
mentors right through graduate 
school. I’m sure prejudice was there, 
but I did not see it influencing me 
directly until I became a faculty 
member. Then I often felt excluded 
from the decision-making process. 
Direct and derogatory comments to 
me were rare but happened. I had 
two children before tenure (and one 
after) and had difficulty obtaining 
tenure. I am very impressed with 
the steps my university has taken 
recently to identify and root out 
prejudice. In fact, currently both the 
dean of natural sciences and the 
dean of engineering are women. 
I wish scientific societies were as 
diligent. Scientific meetings often 
have slates of plenary speakers 
packed with men, even in fields with 
lots of strong women. Prominent 
annual prizes go decades without 
being awarded to women. Editorial 
boards and editorships are often 
lacking in female representation. 
Meetings generally lack 
arrangements for childcare. Women 
continue to fall out of the academic 
pipeline, generally after the postdoc 
stage. We know the problems, we 
understand some of the solutions. 
Why is progress so slow?
What obligation do scientists 
have to society and to the public 
at large? Our obligation to the 
public should be clear since in 
most countries we spend public 
funds. Curiosity-driven research has 
achieved great tangible benefits to 
humankind, but this is not usually 
obvious to the citizen taxpayer. As 
scientists we should take every 
opportunity to educate, and should 
view this as a responsibility. There 
are many possible paths, and 
each scientist should choose one 
that appeals. I have teamed up 
with a biology teacher in a public 
high school. Once a year we have 
a Science Saturday where my 
undergraduate students teach her 
students in a series of hands-on 
workshops about animal behavior 
and evolution. Dictyostelium  
exhibits at a local nature center  
were also a hit.
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and killing corals,” says Mark 
Hay at the Georgia Institute 
of Technology. In a new study 
reported in the Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences 
(published online), the authors 
report a study on a Florida reef. Hay 
and his colleague Deron Burkepile 
constructed 32 cages on a Florida 
reef, each about two metres square 
with varying populations of fish, and 
monitored them in two experiments 
over two years. 
For the cages in which the 
researchers mixed two particular 
species of herbivore, the fish were 
able to remove much more of the 
upright seaweeds, and “the corals 
in those areas increased in cover 
by more than 20 per cent during 10 
months,” Hay said. But he cautioned 
that the increase in growth was 
overshadowed by a low level of live 
corals on the reef overall — just four 
to six per cent. Only two decades 
ago, live coral comprised 40 to 60 
per cent of the reef, the authors 
note. But herbivorous fish diversity 
appears to be a key to the survival 
of reefs.
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Coral reefs are under physical 
threat from rising sea 
temperatures and increased 
opacity of water from river 
run-off in many regions of the 
world, but one of the biggest 
biological threats to them come 
from seaweeds. These plants find 
reefs an ideal location on which 
to grow, but they shade out the 
sunlight from the corals and would 
eventually cause their death.
Coral reefs depend on fish to 
eat the seaweeds to maintain their 
health, and different species eat 
different seaweeds because of the 
differing chemical and physical 
properties of the plants.
And, in a new study, involving 
caged fish of different species 
feeding on coral reef, the 
importance of a key mix of 
species to keep seaweeds at 
bay was found. “Of the many 
different fish that are part of the 
coral ecosystems, there may be 
a small number of species that 
are really critical for keeping big 
seaweeds from overgrowing 
Clean up: A new study finds that more than one plant-eating fish species, such as this red-
band parrotfish, are needed to maintain coral reefs. (Photo: Deron Burkepile/Georgia Tech.)
